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Review  
Roitman, J. (2005) Fiscal Disobedience: An Anthropology of Economic Regulation in Central 
Africa. Princeton: Princeton University Press. 
 
Gerhard Anders 
 
In many parts of the world the so-called informal economy is thriving and the institutions of 
the nation-state are often unable to exercise control over economic networks that transgress its 
boundaries in ever-increasing intensity and frequency. Criminal networks are said to be 
responsible for a considerable portion of this unregulated and clandestine economy moving 
anything from arms to drugs and other contraband across national borders. The 
informalization and criminalization of the economy appear to be particularly conspicuous in 
sub-Saharan Africa where the edifices of the developmental state have crumbled under the 
pressure of economic crisis and austerity programs promoted by the World Bank and the 
International Monetary Fund. This development has been variously described as 
“criminalization of the state” (Bayart et al. 1999), the rise of “shadow states” (Reno 2000) and 
“shadow economies” (Duffield 2001, Nordstrom 2004). 
Roitman presents an ethnography of one of these areas, the Chad Basin, the frontier 
region between northern Cameroon, north-eastern Nigeria, Chad and the Central African 
Republic. Here the shadow economy and lawlessness are thriving; unemployed youth, 
smugglers, highway robbers and corrupt soldiers roam the roads and the “bush”, criss-
crossing national boundaries, striving to escape dire living conditions in a context of civil war, 
high unemployment and economic crisis. The informalization of the economy and the 
prevalence of criminal networks in the Chad Basin do not, however, imply the breakdown of 
order, as Roitman argues. She takes issue with approaches that conceptualize the informal or 
unofficial as unregulated and residual. Instead she discerns the emergence of new modes of 
regulatory authority in a field where basic economic concepts have always been unstable and 
contested. Fiscal disobedience is unusual in this regard since it focuses on fiscal authority and 
regulation of the economy, government functions that have received only little attention in the 
literature. Roitman argues that the expanding informal cross-border economic activity fuels 
“interpretive battles” and “intense disagreements” over the legitimacy of the state’s right to 
raise taxes and control prices. Drawing on Foucault she denotes basic economic concepts such 
as tax and price as technologies of fiscal regulation. In doing so she tries to avoid familiar 
binary oppositions such as legal-illegal, formal-informal or official-unofficial, which fail to 
grasp the complex ways in which the formal and the informal economy are entangled in the 
Chad Basin.  
A case study of a campaign of civil disobedience in northern Cameroon in the early 
1990s serves as a point of departure for Roitman’s analysis. This campaign, called Opération 
des Villes Mortes, had the objective to undermine the government’s fiscal base through a 
general strike, work boycotts and tax evasion. Roitman reads Opération des Villes Mortes not 
as a protest of an emerging civil society movement against the state but rather as an attempt to 
redefine what the state is supposed to do and how to do it. Her ethnographic evidence 
suggests that people who participated in this movement did not object to the collection of 
taxes per se but rather against the heavy-handed tactics of tax collection and the misuse of 
public funds.  
Roitman situates this attempt of redefining basic economic concepts in the historical 
context of colonial rule when the French introduced taxes and price-setting policies in 
northern Cameroon. The introduction of taxes, a single currency, standards of valuation and 
the corresponding administration played a crucial role in French attempts to gain control over 
this area and turn it into a profitable colony. These policies depended on the acceptance by the 
colonized rather than sheer force, the threat of which of course was never far away. Roitman 
argues that people were turned into “consumers” of French currency by paying taxes, being a 
taxpayer constituting their political subjectivity. The category of consumer then became a 
target of fiscal regulation by the state.  
The French colonial administration, however, had difficulties in establishing fiscal 
control of this region where people were highly mobile and contested the symbols of French 
colonial rule. The French authorities tried to regulate, i.e. to “fix”, these “moving targets”. 
During the first half of the 20th century the French identified the population flottante as one of 
the main challenges to their claim to authority in this region. This category denoted those 
straddling the boundary between legality and illegality in the frontier space of the “bush” 
including “nomads, migrants, seasonal migrant workers, bandits, intermediaries of the 
caravan trade, traders tout court, highway robbers, itinerant salesmen, smugglers, speculators, 
marauders, refugees, foreigners, and so forth” (137). Roitman traces the idea of this space to 
the time of the pre-colonial Sokoto Caliphate of the 19th century that derived its wealth to a 
large extent from slave raids.  
Roitman represents the “bush” as an ambivalent space that constitutes both a source of 
wealth and a threat. During her fieldwork in the 1990s many young people found employment 
in the “bush economy” and became smugglers, illegal petrol-sellers and highway robbers, in 
many ways resembling the colonial category of the population flottante. Roitman observes 
that for many of these people the violent seizure of wealth appears to be a legitimate mode of 
wealth creation in a context of growing violence and economic crisis. This undermines long-
established local conceptions of “just price” which is calculated on basis of a person’s social 
status in the community and this person’s social obligations towards the partner in the 
transaction. The smugglers, bandits and various categories of state agents, however, are not 
merely forces of destruction: “Through violence and forced alienation, they interrogate the 
very relations of dependence and indebtedness that found wealth and the productive relations 
of the community” thus generating “novel instances of truth about power over wealth” (79). 
The expansion of the “bush economy” and a growing social movement demanding 
political and economic reforms since the 1990s have resulted in the “pluralization of 
regulatory authority” according to Roitman. Alternative nodes of authorities contest the 
state’s claim to undivided sovereignty and subtly transform the state apparatus itself. She 
takes issue with approaches that imagine an absolute divide between two opposites such as 
informal-formal, official-unofficial and legal-illegal. Instead Roitman draws attention to the 
multifarious ways in which the legal and the illegal economy are connected and constitute one 
another. She discovered that the smugglers and highway robbers collude with army officers, 
wealthy businessmen, local party officials and traditional leaders who act as godfathers of 
these criminal operations. Roitman uses the term “military-commercial nexus” to denote these 
clandestine networks. The state’s entanglement with the shadow economy implies, according 
to Roitman, that “the state is at the very heart of the proliferation of unregulated economic 
exchanges as well as the pluralization of regulatory authority” (204). 
Although I find Roitman’s narrative of the emergence of alternative “regulatory 
authorities” convincing since it resonates well with anthropological studies that investigate the 
hidden connections between the legal and the illegal (Anders and Nuijten 2007, Heyman 1999, 
Taussig 1999) a less sympathetic reader might pose the question whether the mere 
involvement of government officials in criminal rackets actually constitutes something akin to 
legitimate fiscal authority. Here Roitman conflates actions of corrupt government officials 
with actions ascribed to the state itself. Even from a radical empiricist perspective according 
to which the state “does not exist in the phenomenal world” (Radcliffe-Browne) it is 
necessary to distinguish individual acts of government officials and acts attributed to the state.  
This criticism harks back to a debate that has haunted legal anthropology for a long 
time, the question whether there is something like thieves’ law. Roitman does not enter that 
discussion – probably a wise decision considering the stalemate that debate has reached – and 
instead discusses the idea that the pluralization of authority can be described in terms of 
sovereignty. Here she resists the tendency to inflate the meaning of the term sovereignty and 
argues that the authority exercised by the “commercial-military nexus” co-exists with the state 
apparatus and, therefore, transforms the latter rather than replaces or competes with it. This 
conclusion will hardly surprise anyone familiar with issues of legal complexity and the 
interrelation of plural normative orders but Roitman’s focus on fiscal regulation and her 
creative use of Foucauldian concepts recommend it to anthropologists of law who are seeking 
novel approaches to issues that have been described for too long in structural and institutional 
terms. 
The strengths of Fiscal Disobedience are also its major weaknesses. She describes a 
vast and ill-defined border region where her informants were always on the move, “always in 
the back of a Toyota pickup truck on some frontier” (204), and she herself seems to have 
traveled in a good many pickup trucks mapping the networks of the shadow economy and the 
pluralization of regulatory authority. This, of course, is one of the book’s main strengths, 
Roitman does not want to give her readers a false sense of boundedness and continuity, but 
sometimes I missed the places she and her interlocutors undoubtedly passed through or stayed 
in for extended periods of time. According to her footnotes most of her fieldwork appears to 
have been conducted in northern Cameroon in and around the town of Maroua but she does 
not really situate the “interpretive battles” over economic concepts in that or other places; 
places where smugglers depart and arrive, where businessmen buy and sell contraband, and 
where corrupt administrators work and live.  
Another point of criticism is the book’s focus on discourse, on concepts and 
conceptions “about and of the economy” (8-9). Whilst this focus goes great lengths at 
transcending binary oppositions it also blurs distinctions that might matter. For example, in 
chapter two she presents the case of the Opération des Villes Mortes campaign of civil 
disobedience and in chapter seven she describes the “military-commercial nexus” that 
controls the shadow economy in the Chad Basin. She asserts that both, the participants in the 
Opération des Villes Mortes and the armed gangs that prowl the roads and tracks of the Chad 
Basin, “interrogate the very relations of dependence and indebtedness that found wealth and 
the productive relations of the community” (79). At a very general level this certainly is 
correct but her analysis conflates a social movement demanding social change and democratic 
reform with criminal rackets of corrupt government officials who have an interest in 
maintaining the status quo to protect their business interests. Here Roitman misses the chance 
to push her analysis of the “pluralization of regulatory authority” further and to avoid the 
conflation of phenomena that might have similar effects but nevertheless are of a different 
order. 
These criticisms do not imply that Fiscal Disobedience is based on poor ethnographic 
evidence. On the contrary, Roitman clearly draws on very rich and extensive empirical 
material. Her theoretical reflections are always grounded in her fieldwork experience and she 
admirably integrates observations made during fieldwork, long sections of verbatim 
transcripts of interviews, letters, speeches of officials and other documents in the text. The 
voices she presents are articulate and idiosyncratic comments on current events in the Chad 
Basin, and make very good and at times entertaining reading.  
Fiscal disobedience is a sophisticated and complex ethnographic study of the 
transformation of the state and the rise of unregulated transborder commercial networks in a 
volatile region. The book’s focus on economic regulation and fiscal authority is well-chosen. 
Debates about the legitimacy of the state’s claim on part of the private wealth of its citizens 
and the proper use of public funds are key to understand the lived realities of many Africans 
today. It provides a fresh look at theoretical problems anthropologists of the state and legal 
anthropologists have been grappling with for some time now and is, therefore, highly 
recommended to a wider readership than merely those taking an interest in Africa. 
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